
Streamlining Interagency
Collaboration
for Youth at Risk

To meet the complex needs of today's students, schools 
and community agencies need a thoughtful approach 
for pooling their efforts as well as an awareness of the 
pitfalls to avoid.
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S chools are in a bind. They're 
often expected to meet the com 
plex social and emotional needs of 

today's diverse student populations, not 
just their academic needs. A wide as 
sortment of social service agencies has 
been organized to serve children and 
youth at risk; but the services often 
overlap, agencies are compartmental 
ized, and children are incorrectly re 
ferred (Fantini and Sinclair 1985. Heath 
and McLaughlin 1989. Hodgkinson 
1989. Kirsl and McLaughlin 1989. 
Melaville and Blank 1991. Schorr 
1989). As Hodgkinson (1989) points 
out. the "bewildering array" of agencies 
has become part of a large, unwieldy 
bureaucracy where the emphasis is on 
self-preservation. Because the types of 
services and eligibility requirements arc 
determined by sets of complex rules and 
regulations, critical needs go unmet, and 
(hose families least able to navigate 
their way through the maze of require 
ments are left out.

Now is the time to look at the full 
range of functions that schools are being 
asked to perform and identify which of 
those the school is best suited to handle, 
which can best be provided by other in 
stitutions and agencies, and which can 
best be accomplished by joint efforts. 
The challenge is not simply to divide up 
responsibilities, but to reconceptualize 
the role of the school and relationships 
among the school, the community, and

the larger society. The new arrange 
ment must be designed so that it shifts 
the emphasis of each agency away from 
itself and toward the client: the child.

We hope to stimulate and challenge 
people on the front line of youth educa 
tion and services to expand their think 
ing and devise better and more efficient 
ways to suit their specific local talents 
and conditions. Already, the experi 
ences of those struggling to provide bet 
ter integrated services to youth at risk 
have convinced us that alternatives are 
available. Here we summarize emerging 
principles for interagency collaboration. 
Next, we outline steps a school or other 
agency might take toward developing 
an improvement plan. Finally, we point 
out four pitfalls that social service and 
educational administrators-should avoid, 
to save time, energy, and funds.'

But. first, let's take a brief look at 
how some communities across the 
country are trying to encourage intera 
gency cooperation.

Pilot Efforts at Collaboration
Social service personnel, legislators, 
and educators are coming to realize that 
the current set of compartmentalized 
programs are an affront and an injustice 
to our children. Nationwide, communi 
ties are exploring ways to encourage 
collaboration among agencies and better 
integrate services. Pilot collaborative

projects like the New Futures Initiatives 
(Dayton. Little Rock. Pittsburgh, and 
Savannah). New Beginnings in San 
Diego, and California's countywide ef 
forts in Venture and San Bemardino 
Counties reflect this trend. Interagency 
networks and conferences have also • 
been organized to showcase pilot pro 
grams, encourage the sharing of ideas, 
and persuade agency representatives to 
join together. New legislation offers 
incentives and seed money for 
collaboration.

As we monitor the progress of the 
pilot efforts, we must bear in mind that 
a better working relationship among 
agencies is a means, not an end in itself. 
What we need is improved services for 
children, and that—rather than the de 
gree of effort, the level of cooperation 
between organizations—is what we 
need to hold agencies accountable for.

As these pioneer efforts unfold, every 
community can and must begin to create 
its own interagency collaboration. Just 
as all politics are local, so will improved 
services for children develop in the con 
texts of particular communities, schools, 
and service agencies. The strategy that 
helps collaboration in one community 
may not apply in the next: and the set of 
agencies involved, or how they connect 
with schools, may differ from commu 
nity to community.

Even without "proven models" of in 
teragency collaboration, however, re 
cent experience can give us direction. 
Having reviewed the recommendations 
of a number of proponents of interagen 
cy collaboration and talked with a vari 
ety of practitioners, we can offer here 
today's best thinking.

Emerging Criteria 
for Integrated Services

Collaboration can be approached through
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(1) a professional coordinator (or case 
manager) within a school who might co 
ordinate the services of several agencies 
and match them with the needs of chil 
dren; (2) the services of various agen 
cies at the school, selected for easy ac 
cess and close coordination; or (3) 
consistent communication and joint pro 
jects that allow all educational, mental 

' health, correctional, and other institu 
tions to coordinate with each other. 
Whatever approach is taken, however, 
certain basic principles will apply. Inter- 
agency collaborations should be com 
prehensive, preventive, .child-centered, 
and flexible.

Comprehensive. By "comprehen 
sive," we mean that the set of agencies 
involved should—as a group—provide 
a wide spectrum of essential services 
and attempt to meet the most important 
needs of those most at risk. Rather than 
concentrate on the single-issue ap 
proaches that dominate city and county 
services now. involved agencies should 
seek ways to ensure that individual chtl-

•idren and families actually receive a co 
herent prqgram of assistance. Each pro 
gram needs to take into account the 
functions of partner agencies and how 
they fit into an overall matrix. Different 
approaches to service and the potential 
for overlap must be considered.

Accomplishing this won't be easy. 
Long-standing habits and bureaucratic 
barriers wiJJ have to fall. Take the time 
Mftesirn about other agencies—how they 
operateynd how we can best connect 
with thepi. From the individual agen 
cy's poyn of view, there may be no tan 
gible incentive to collaboration; and, in 
the end", we'll all have to give up some 
turf.

Preventive. Unfortunately, under the
• current system, services don't kick in 

until children are in critical condition.
,For example, we offer mental health 
services only for the most emotionally 
disturbed. Academically, students have 
to be failing before they are eligible for

: special help. By then, a student may get 
,so far behind that his or her confidence 
is shot and ego destroyed.

The challenge is not 
simply to divide up 
responsibilities, but to 
reconceptualize the 
role of the school and 
relationships among 
the school, the 
community, and the 
larger society.

A better way would be to create a sys 
tem that can focus on prevention and ac 
commodate an increasingly diverse 
group of students—in terms of back 
ground, culture, and ways of learning. 
The system must be able to monitor the 
progress and development of all children, 
providing special assistance when need 
ed. In practice, this will probably mean a 
major overhaul in the regular school pro 
gram; it may also mean that some person 
(or group) will need to take primary re 
sponsibility for each child: a teacher, so 
cial worker, or counselor. Student study 
teams might be one way to make this 
work.

We can also begin to shift resources 
from acute intervention programs into 
preventive approaches such as prenatal 
care, health care, day care, and 
preschool. These might not make a big 
difference right away; but as the Com 
mittee for Economic Development 
(1985) has pointed out, putting re 
sources, into children is an investment, 
not a cost.

Child-centered. When services are 
child-centered, the overall needs of the 
child are given priority over institutional 
or other.eoncefns. Agencies cooperate 
to develop the best, most appropriate re 
sponse; and success is measured by im 
provement of the child's condition. 
Single-issue programs slice the child 
any number of ways without taking a 
balanced, comprehensive, long-term

view of what will really make a differ 
ence. When individual programs pro- '. 
vide their services in isolation, no one is 
responsible for checking the overall 
condition of the child and family. 
School staffs, Heath and McLaughlin 
assert, are "notoriously unaware of ser 
vices available through juvenile justice, 
social service, or mental health agen 
cies" (1989, p. 309). Even if they sus 
pect a child's school failure is related to 
problems at home, they don't know 
where to turn for help.

Kirst and McLaughlin (1989) stress 
that children's services need to reflect 
the growing diversity of our childjx>pu-' 
lation—diversity not only of ethnicity, •' 
language, and culture, but also of needs. 
Drugs, crime, AIDS, and poverty have 
become so prevalent that our schools 
are facing challenges very different 
from those of 10, or even 5, years ago. 
Schools must respond with effective 
assistance.

To move from program-dri ven to 
child-centered services, we also need to 
improve our understanding of children's 
needs, monitor them over time, and take 
a broader contextual view of how to 
help. To do this, we need to come up v 
with improved ways of collecting, 
maintaining, and sharing data on chil 
dren. In some agencies, staff don't even 
know how many kids are receiving what 
kind of service. Gardner (1989) points 
Out that no city in California really 
Knows how much is being spent on 
youth services.

Flexible. To get away from the over 
lapping or conflicting programs we 
have now, we need to consider alterna 
tive ways of applying procedures, as 
signing staff responsibilities, and de 
signing services—in other words, to 
build flexibility into services. At pre 
sent, the services children receive are 
often predetermined by rigid sets of pro 
cedures and regulations. Screening, re 
ferral, and the type and length of treat 
ment a child receives are all prescribed 
from the beginning. If a child is eligible 
for x program, he or she receives x ser 
vice, no matutr what; if eligible for y .
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Collaborating for the Future: Beyond the Schools Report
Part I of Beyond the Schools: How 
Schools and Communities Must Col 
laborate to Solve the Problems Fac 
ing America's Youth, a joint report 
from the National School Boards As 
sociation and the American Associa 
tion of School Administrators, identi 
fies the mounting economic and 
social problems facing our children 
and youth—problems that schools 
alone cannot adequately address. Part 
II of the 28-page booklet outlines 10

strategies that schools and society, 
working together, can implement to 
improve at-risk students' prospects 
for a successful future and America's' 
chances for remaining "preeminent, 
economically and politically, in our 
increasingly interdependent world."

For more information, contact 
AASA, 1801 N. Moore St., Arling 
ton, VA 22209; 703-875-0730. 
$2.50 per copy plus shipping and 
handling; bulk pricing available.

then that service is provided. A religious 
adherence to guidelines can cause 
children to get fragmented, overlapping 
services.

To be effective, children's services 
need to break out of this mold and allow 
service providers to respond to the 
child. Children are complex and can't 
be divided up into pieces—pieces that 
don't necessarily add up to the whole.

The way kids are identified and treat 
ed can have long-lasting effects on the 
types of services they receive and, in a 
larger sense, who they become. Once a 
child is pigeonholed into a category 
(dropout, drug abuser. pregnant teen), 
his or her fate within the system is often 
sealed. Heath and McLaughlin (1989) 
even recommend involving children in 
their own diagnosis and treatment as a 
way of ensuring the best possible ser 
vices. When we leave decision making 
entirely up to adults, important opportu 
nities for helping children may be lost.

Staff roles can also ryj more flexible. 
Service providers sometimes may need 
to step outside the particular boundaries 
of their job descriptions to make sure 
that what needs doing gets done. For ex 
ample, Schorr (1989) suggests ways that 
service can be continued when staff and 
clients develop close relationships. 
Agencies, too, must be able to continue 
or increase responsibilities from time to 
time.

Finally, we need to look at how ser 

vices operate. For example, we might 
allow staffers to step out of agency 
boundaries to provide services. They 
can go to community centers, schools, 
and even homes to ensure that clients 
receive close attention. Agencies can 
also arrange, when necessary, for staff 
to devote more than the usual amount of 
time to the children and families they 
serve. Programs can be set up to draw 
on a variety of resources and other ser 
vices, instead of maintaining the nar 
row-focus approach often found today.

How to Develop Collaboration 
Among Agencies

Next we offer a step-by-step guide to 
ward streamlining interagency collabo 
ration. The five steps outlined are by no 
means comprehensive or complete: they 
are meant to be general guideposts.

Step I: Map the Territory !
The first step toward building collabora 
tion is finding out who the potential (and 
probable) partners might be. Make an in 
ventory of all the social service agencies 
that currently interact with the school. 
For each, list overall purpose, services 
provided, functions served, and the 
name and number of a contact person.

Next, try to identify other agencies in 
the community that aren't currently in 
volved with the schools. Check with the 
city and county governments for leads.

Be sure to include private programs. 
The famous semanticist Korzybski cau 
tioned that we shouldn't mistake the 
map for the territory; the picture of so 
cial services you have now might not 
accurately reflect what's really there.

As a final step in mapping the territo 
ry, you'll need to figure out which peo 
ple from the local schools and other 
agencies you can count on to be the 
main players in a collaboration effort. 
Who can work with you and assume 
some of the responsibilities connected 
with developing the plan and getting it 
under way? Whom can you rely on to 
stay with it? Find these people, and get 
them on board.

Step 2: Survey the Field
The information we've provided in this 
brief report only scratches the surface of 
existing models and strategies. Before 
you start to make up your own plan, you 
need to find out what others are doing to 
improve interagency collaboration. A 
good place to start is with the references 
listed here. Next, follow up on your 
own leads. You've probably already 
heard of a community or school near 
you that has begun to explore alterna 
tives for coordinating children's ser 
vices. Contact them to find out what 
they've done and whether they have any 
materials to share. If they sound as if 
they're succeeding, arrange a visit.

If you're the interagency pioneer in 
your area and aren't aware of any other 
efforts nearby, try to find a state or re 
gional network that can point you in the 
right direction. County agencies and the 
state department of education are poten 
tial resources. The main idea in this 
phase is simply to leam as much about 
improving interagency collaboration as 
you can. Do your homework.

Step 3: Review Current Needs 
and Services
Once you have an idea of who the play 
ers are, it's important to assess the cur 
rent services for students. What are the 
most critical needs of students? Are 
they being met? Does the system have

SEPTEMBER 1991 19



agreed-upon criteria for who's "at 
risk"? While individual programs may 
be available for students having a wide 
variety of needs, the formal identifica 
tion, diagnosis, and referral system may 
focus on only a few symptoms.

Estimate the level of coordination 
among programs and services. Is there 
any kind of case management system 
that will enable someone to have an 
overview of the number and types of 
services individual students are 
receiving?

One way to approach the review is to 
develop a matrix that matches up needs 
(academic assistance, personal counsel 
ing, substance abuse, employment, 
health) with various service providers. 
This should help reveal gaps in service 
and areas of overlap. Potential road 
blocks to coordination (such as regula 
tions or budget requirements) might sur 
face as well.

Step 4: Develop a Plan
A project is only as good as the plan it's 
based (on. No matter how urgent the 
need to collaborate, taking time for 
careful planning will pay off in the long 
run. Pull together a core team of people 
you feel will devote the time and energy 
necessary to develop a plan and put it 
into action. Here are some essential ele 
ments of a good plan:

•Agree on a common vision. Try to 
capture your team's shared vision of in- 
teragency collaboration. Think about 
how you would like to see children's 
services provided. How would agencies 
and their representatives interact? How 
would children be identified and 
served? You might start with the princi 
ples outlined above. Are these part of 
your vision? How could services be 
made comprehensive, preventive, child- 
centered, and flexible? Bear in mind 
that other agencies may bring different

From exploring the territory, surveying 
the field, and evaluating needs and ser 
vices to creating and launching the plan, 
cautious planning and thoughtful involve 
ment of people are essential for a suc 
cessful interagency ejfort.

perspectives and concerns. These 
should be expressed early in the course 
of collaboration to avoid problems with 
communication later on. Try to keep 
everyone focused on what is best for 
children.

*Set goals and expectations. Your 
goals and expectations should opera- 
tionalize the vision. First, conduct a 
thorough needs assessment for children 
and youth in the community. Don't just 
rely on what planning committee mem 
bers know—look carefully at the data 
schools and agencies have collected. 
Then, to complete the picture, interview 
or survey administrators, teachers, par 
ents, and students. Next, project the
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outcomes you can reasonably expect for 
children, the changes you foresee in 
how agencies work, and how you'd like 
interactions among agencies to be. As 
you work through the planning phase, 
you will probably want to modify your 
expectations and refine them. Through 
out, the primary focus will likely be on 
the partner agencies and how they work 
together to improve the services for 
children and youth. Keep in mind, how 
ever, that each organization will have its 
own set of needs, priorities, and goals. 

Some important goals will reach be 
yond the agencies involved. For exam 
ple, the team might want to explore 
ways to tap outside resources, both pub 
lic and private. In this case, someone 
will need to assume the task of monitor 
ing new legislation. Exerting influence 
on policymakers for future funding 
might be another goal. For this, you 
might want to share lessons learned 
from the collaborative process.

•'Design a comprehensive set of ser 
vices. A critical part of the plan will be 
coming up with the right set of services 
to meet your needs. Many of these will 
already be in place; some may need to 
be enhanced or upgraded; others will 
have to created from scratch. Pull out 
the matrix developed in Step 3; then, 
using the other background information 
you've gathered, begin to design a set of 
services that is not only comprehensive, 
but preventive, flexible, and child- 
centered.

•Define the roles for each agency. A 
fourth element of planning is to clarify 
the role that each agency and its repre 
sentatives will play in the collaborative 
process. This applies not only to the 
planning and development stage, but 
also to the actual integration of services. 
In planning, try to share assignments 
fairly; don't let one person shoulder all 
the responsibility. Build a spirit of 
collaboration.

Institutional philosophies, impera 
tives, and expectations must be clearly 
laid out and communicated, because 
each agency operates under certain con 
straints that will affect its participation

What we need is 
improved services for 
children, and that— 
rather than the degree 
of effort or the level of 
cooperation between 
organizations — 
is what we need 
to hold agencies 
accountable for.

in the collaborative. Mental health ser 
vice agencies, for example, are restrict 
ed by law from disclosing information 
about their clients, even though infor 
mation about parents of at-risk youth 
may very well be crucial for other agen 
cies as they develop a program for the 
child. Keep in mind that the heavy 
caseloads of some agencies may force 
them to focus only on the most serious 
cases (Zellman 1990).

•Chart the action steps. Formulate 
steps that the planning committee or 
task force will follow in order to im 
prove interagency collaboration. It's a 
good idea to develop a flowchart or 
timeline that shows what will be done, 
who will do it. and when it's expected. 
Make sure the flowchart is jointly de 
veloped and agreed upon by all in 
volved agencies. Later, the chart can 
serve as a guide and a check to make 
sure each agency is holding up its end 
and events are on schedule. You might 
want to include how you will ensure in 
formation-sharing and day-to-day com 
munication.

•Plan an evaluation. I n these times 
of belt-tightening budgets, accountabili 
ty takes on added importance. Unfortu 
nately, many people don't think of eval 
uating their program until after it is well 
under way and it's too late to gather the 
necessary data. A good evaluation re 

quires careful planning, and a place to 
start is the Evaluator's Handbook (Her 
man et al. 1987). Whether you conduct 
the evaluation yourself or get outside 
assistance, make sure you're asking 
both summative (outcome) and forma 
tive (project improvement) questions. 
To get useful answers, you'll need to go 
beyond the traditional bean-counting of 
numbers of children served or contact 
hours. How effective was the collabora 
tive? Is communication improved? 
Have some of the bureaucratic barriers 
fallen? Are services for children more 
effective and timely? How can intera1 
gency collaboration be improved? What 
can increase efficiency and effective 
ness? Decide beforehand which data . 
you're going to need to answer your 
outcomes questions; it'll be much hard 
er to collect it after the fact.

Step 5: Get Started
The main rule for getting started is to 
start small. Don't expect to have every 
one involved in joint projects right 
away. You are dealing with entrenched 
habits and practices, so begin with 
clearly manageable tasks. Schedule 
monthly or biweekly meetings. Cover 
ing the first two phases (map the territo 
ry and survey the field) should help the 
agencies involved learn about each 
other and establish ties. As you reach 
the planning phase, think in terms of 
pilot projects, rather than massive 
change efforts. You might want to begin 
with a targeted staff development pro 
ject designed to build consensus and 
open up new roles and responsibilities 
for people.

Pitfalls and Danger Signs
As you embark on an interagency effort, 
there are at least four pitfalls you should 
look out for. While they may seem ob 
vious, they have been the undoing of 
many well-intentioned groups.

NATO (No Action. Talk Only). Intera 
gency collaboration meetings can easily 
collapse into gripe sessions with little 
actual follow-up or resolution to client's
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needs and problems. We call this 
"NATO." Without the likelihood of 
tangible results, NATO can be demoral 
izing to all involved. Social service per 
sonnel have busy schedules and are 
often overcommitted. They cannot af 
ford to take time out that's not well 
spent: unless participants see some po 
tential payoff from the beginning, 
they'll soon drop out.

Creating an inleragency czar or a su- 
peragency. Another pitfall to avoid is 
the establishment of yet a new layer of 
bureaucracy. As Gardner (1989) has 
pointed out, many cities, districts, coun 
ties, and states have learned very quick 
ly to "play the coordination game". 
They pay lip service to the new social 
concern and appear to be coordinating 
without actually helping kids. Kirst and 
McLaughlin (1989) also argue against 
additional bureaucracy. In these days of 
an astronomical budget deficit and 
dwindling state, county, and local funds. 
money is best spent on direct, front-line 
services.

Information doesn 't equal Knowledge 
doesn 't equal Action- In today's world 
of advanced information technology, we 
are all too often information-rich but 
know ledge-poor. Information does not 
automatically become knowledge. Emo 
tional readiness and active mental work 
are required before facts and data can be 
absorbed, digested, and turned into per 
sonal knowledge. As you gather infor 
mation about other agencies and what 
they do. keep in mind that this inventory 
is only a beginning.

A number of organizations have 
sponsored successful conferences, 
pulling together parents, teachers, ad 
ministrators, and public and private 
community agency personnel to ex 
change information about their various 
concerns, needs, and services. Unfortu 
nately, the sponsoring agency often con 
siders its mission accomplished when 
the participants head home: plans begin 
for the next annual conference. We need 
to take the time, collaborate ely, to fig 
ure out what we've learned.

Action, or follow-up, is the third part

Of the equation. The distance between 
knowledge and action is great; even 
when we have the necessary knowledge 
to accomplish a task, it takes still more 
hard work and motivational force to act 
effectively on what we know.

An excess of jargon. I f you've ever 
attended a meeting where different 
agencies were represented, you may 
have encountered a parade of acronyms, 
such as DPSS. CWA, WIG, SARB, 
SART. SAR, LEP, NEP, or professional 
jargon such as Chapter 1 or Chapter 2 
programs. 601 or 602 schools.

To avoid Ihisjargon-naut, we must 
take care to speak plainly and clearly, in 
the spirit of true collaboration, without 
taking refuge in the opaque security of 
our own bureaucratese. However famil 
iar our own acronyms may be to us, 
they're probably meaningless to those 
from other agencies.

Collaborative Efforts for 
Lasting Success

As educators, we know that schools can 
no longer afford to go it alone. The 
same is true for social service agencies. 
Collaborative efforts between schools 
and other community sectors require 
careful attention to the proper condi 
tions for safeguarding and bettering the 
child's education and welfare and to the 
relationships between school and non- 
school personnel. Instant collaboration 
may bring instant gratification, but it is 
not likely to bring lasting success. In 
stead, careful planning, combined with 
thoughtful involvement of people and 
places, is essential for the kind of 
school-community collaboration that 
leads to improved well-being for all 
children and youth 
at risk.

'The Students Al Risk Program at Far West 
Laboratory is gathering information on 
promising approaches to interagency col 
laboration. Future work will include docu 
mentation of these experimenls, dissemin* 
lion, and technical assistance to schools, 
districts, and states.
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